VOCATION TO CARMEL: WHY THIS WASTE? 



PREFACE: 

The vocation of the Carmelite is a call from the Divine Lover, a call to the soul whom 
He has chosen to give herself more completely to Him, not only to be united with Him 
in a closer bond of love, but to work with Him in a special manner for the salvation of 
souls. To become an enclosed Religious is not, as many think, to selfishly escape from 
the world's burden. On the contrary, it is to take up the world's burden. The Carmelite 
retires from the world in order to work for the world more effectually. Her motive is 
the very opposite of selfishness, for it is self-giving love; love of her Divine Lord, and 
love of all the world. Her work is to cooperate with the Passion of Christ offering 
herself with Him and in Him for the salvation of sinners. It is "to love for those who 
do not know how to love, to pray for those who do not know how to pray, and to 
suffer for those who do not know how to suffer". 


- C. J, MacGillivraY 



(By a Liverpool Carmelite) 


The Question? 

It was asked of the woman in the Gospel who poured out her priceless ointment in a 
gesture of extravagant ardour. 

It is asked of the woman of today who pours out her life in prayer, cloistered in 
obscurity. 

It's the 'folly of the cross'— and not easy to understand... especially when it takes the 
form of Carmelite nuns, secluded from the world behind high walls. 

After all, in the world today there's so much work to be done among the sick, the 
young, the under-privileged. For anyone who wishes to dedicate herself there are 
always the poor... 

There were plenty of poor in Palestine, too, and the reckless 'squandering' of the 
ointment raised an outcry. 

'Why this waste?... This could have been sold at a high price and the money given to 
the poor.' 

This was said to Jesus, the great friend of the poor. Surely He would condemn the 
action? But He didn't. On the contrary, He defended - He even praised it. 

“What she has done for Me is one of the good works indeed. When she poured this 
ointment on My Body, she did it to prepare Me for burial. I tell you solemnly, 
wherever in all the world the Good News is proclaimed, what she has done will be 
told also, in remembrance of her.” 

It is significant that Carmelites, as one of the contemplative orders of the Church, 
were also defended and praised in the recent Vatican Council. 

However pressing the needs of the active apostolate, Religious Institutes which are 
totally devoted to contemplation, must continue to play their wonderful role in the 
Mystical Body of Christ, in which 'all members have not the same office' (Rom. 12:4), 
their members giving all their time to God alone in silence and solitude, praying 
continuously and willingly doing penance. They offer to God an outstanding sacrifice 
of praise, making God's people resplendent with the rich fruits of holiness, they stir it 
by their example and give it growth by the hidden fruitfulness of their apostolate. 
They are thus a glory to the Church and a fountain-head of graces from heaven' 
(Perfectae Caritatis 7 ) 



The Answer 


There must be an answer. There must be a reason for such extraordinary approval both 
from Jesus Himself, and from His highest representative body on earth, the assembly 
of Pope and bishops in council. 

The answer is simple. It is love-the highest, purest, greatest love that is possible on 
earth, the love for which the human heart was made. 

Jesus knew that this action of the woman in the Gospel, which sprang from her ardent 
love of Him — 'She did this for the day of my burial' - would, fundamentally, do 
infinitely more for the poor in Palestine, and of the whole world, than the price of the 
ointment. 

The Church knows, too, that a life dedicated totally to the love and praise of God in 
the silence of the cloister, reaches to the ends of the earth and does more for the world 
than its own limited activity could ever possibly achieve. For no act of pure love ever 
ascends to God without returning to the earth in a shower of blessings, like abundant 
rain on thirsting soil, 

It should not be so incomprehensible to us. Imagine a tree in full blossoming beauty. 
If you can accept that the rich blossom and 'luxurious foliage depend upon the life- 
giving sap from a hidden source, then you should be able to accept, also, that the 
vitality of the whole People of God depends upon the life-giving energy of prayer- 
flowing from an equally hidden source: union with God. 

In the analogy of the human body, where the skilful hands, the eloquent tongue and 
the intelligent mind all depend on the rhythmic beat of the heart for life and vigour, 
we have the perfect image of the Church. 

No matter how tirelessly the missionary toils, the preacher instructs, or the servant of 
the outcast binds wounds, all would cease if the life of prayer, the dynamism of love 
in the Church were to fail. 

“In the heart of the Church, my Mother, I will be Love.” said St. Therese of Lisieux, 
explaining her hidden vocation, and it echoes in the soul of every Carmelite. 

Nobody would underestimate the importance of the human heart in face of physical 
beauty, so why under-estimate its spiritual, equivalent behind the attractive exterior of 
good works? 

'If contemplative souls are lacking, if their life weakens and wearies, a lessening of the 
energies of the whole Mystical Body will automatically take place' (Pope Paul VI). 



It is the function of the heart in the Mystical Body, all, 'to bear witness to the 
transcendent holiness of God', to put the first commandment in its rightful place, thus 
ensuring that all the high powered activity of the Church flows from a hidden well- 
spring of prayer and union with God. 

All the members of the body co-ordinate together lot the greater good of the whole. 
Contemplative prayer has the function of acting like a leaven in the 'Kingdom of 
Heaven' on earth, labouring with Mother Teresa in Calcutta, and all over the world, in 
the limitless realm of the spirit. 

THE CARMELITES 

Religious orders, as well as lay organizations, have all been born under the inspiration 
of the Holy Spirit, because of some pressing need. This was the case with the 
Carmelites of the Primitive Observance. In an age of turbulence and turmoil, when the 
Church was torn by heresy, this new mode of life was the answer to the fervent 
longings of a Spanish Carmelite who would be known throughout the world, in ages 
to come, as St. Teresa of Avila. Her ardent love of God had filled her with immense 
desires to serve Him in serving His Church on earth. The means of fulfilling these 
longings were revealed to her by our Lord Himself, and so she restored the ancient 
Order of Carmel to its original spirit of penance and austerity by founding little havens 
of prayer, power-houses to generate grace and strength, hope and peace to a world in 
conflict. 

This element of service was quite unique. The idea that religious life is unthinkable 
except in so far as it serves Christ and His Church is now commonly accepted since 
the Vatican Council, but it was startlingly new in the sixteenth century. The fact that a 
woman could have conceived such a thing -women were considered unintelligent, 
never mind expert in ecclesiology! - meant that this could be nothing other than the 
work of the Holy Spirit. 

The Order spread rapidly and flourishes today, the age of crisis, when materialism 
threatens to dehumanize mankind and choke Christianity. We dare to say that never 
before has man needed to be so forcibly reminded of the whole purpose of his 
existence- union with God. This the Carmelite does by her cloistered presence in the 
world, as she proclaims in action the words of St. Augustine: “Thou hast made us, 0 
Lord, for Thyself and our heart shall find no rest, till it rests in Thee” - words which 
crystalize so perfectly the unspeakable longing for God in the depths of every human 
heart. 

For those who think that a life dedicated to the praise of God excludes the eye of their 
brothers and sisters in the world, we can only say that experience proves the contrary. 
It is impossible to love God sincerely and humbly, without growing in a boundless 



love of all mankind. The love in the heart of a Carmelite embraces all people, of all 
time and in all places, while the pain and sorrow of the human heart is caught up with 
her own and offered incessantly to God. This is the positive experience of those 
privileged to live the life. Under the shadow of Mary, the Carmelite seeks union with 
God: Queen and Mother of Carmel, She is its whole inspiration in her complete 
surrender and fidelity to God by the simplicity of her humility and obedience. 

Not without reason is it the 'Order of Our Lady of Mount CarmeT, and those who 
embrace this life find it her domain in quite a special way. 

She is the model exemplar of all that a Carmelite should be. 

A priceless Heritage from their Mother Foundress which has stood Carmelites in good 
stead in the present upheaval of our post-Counciliar age, includes breadth of vision, 
liberty of spirit, balance of outlook and the famous Teresian ability to see the funny 
side of life. 

Her influence, however, which reaches far beyond the Carmelite cloister, is, above all, 
on the spiritual level and lies in her approach to prayer. Born of her bound-less love of 
Christ, and of the gospel message of friend-ship with Him, which she had penetrated 
so deeply, prayer was for St. Teresa not so much an act of religion, but a whole 
attitude of life ... “Mental prayer, in my opinion, is nothing else but falling in love 
with Christ,, frequently conversing in secret with Him Who we know loves us.” 

Hence, everything in the life of Carmelite nuns must be conducive to this spirit of 
prayer. The rhythmic balance of the day, which is divided up into periods of work, and 
prayer, chanting the liturgy, or spiritual reading, has this one object in view - to create 
the most favourable atmosphere for one's growth into the presence of God. This is the 
reason for silence and solitude, the spirit of the ancient hermits, now blended with life 
in common, a unique feature even among contemplative orders. 

Quite apart from the absolute necessity of earning a living, work is an indispensable 
element of monasticism. Simple manual work provides a healthy balance for an 
intense interior life. 

In Carmel, it usually takes the form of making altar breads, printing or card work, 
vestments and altar linen, besides cultivating the garden, and the usual household 
duties of any family. However, prayer remains the Carmelite's true work, her focus in 
the Mystical Body, and nothing is ever allowed to interfere with this vital truth. 



TOTAL GIVING OF SELF 


It would be unthinkable, and utterly unworthy, if the Carmelite, called to be a source 
of strength and inspiration to her brethren in the active apostolate, were to live a life 
more comfortable and secure than theirs, 

So the life of Carmel is austere. It asks all, a total surrender and complete detachment 
of spirit. The Carmelite must live in the night of faith, without the consolation of 
seeing results, of plucking the fruits of her own toil. Her role is to be the 'wheat grain 
that falls on the ground and dies ', the wheat grain that, buried in darkness, germinates 
a rich harvest that others must reap. 

The Carmelite is not a supernatural giant or a ready-made saint! Far from it! An 
ordinary human being, she shares the weaknesses and imperfections of fallen nature, 
like anyone else, and needs God's grace in ample measure to help her give her all, to 
drain her jar of precious ointment - her life, 

She finds over the years that this grace is never lacking,, and that her life of self-denial 
and sacrifice is dominated, above all, by joy, that she possesses ‘that peace which the 
world cannot give.’ 

She finds, too, in the words of St. Theresa of Lisieux that “Holiness is not a matter of 
this or that pious practice; it consists of a disposition of the heart which makes us 
small and humble in the arms of God, aware of our weakness, yet confident, boldly 
confident, in the goodness of our Father.” 

EPILOGUE: 

We are told in the gospel that when the woman had spilt her jar of ointment the whole 
house was fitted with the scent, indicating that all those present, whether or not they 
approved of the action, couldn't help but inhale its fragrance. Something similar 
happens when a Carmelite dedicates her life to God behind the high walls of her 
convent. Whether or not the world approves, it is bound to be effected by this life, it is 
bound to inhale its fragrance, it is bound to be caught up in some measure in its 
tremendous love of God. 

Carmel, through the centuries, has always attracted subjects, and the modern girl is no 
exception. If in your circle of friends and acquaintances there should be one who 
decides to pour out her life in this way, then pause awhile before the customary, 'Why 
this waste? Yes, she may be turning her back on many worthwhile activities in the 
world, on many splendid and inspiring fields of action in the Church, but it is only that 
she may love it and serve it, may love you and serve you more intensely, more 
powerfully, at its very heart. 



And if you feel that God is calling you to Love Him, to Know Him and to Serve Him 
through the Carmelite way of life please feel free to contact us. The Carmelite family 
consists of not only nuns but also friars and lay people spread all over the world. 

For more information click here: http://www.carmelitaniscalzi.com/en/ 



(Taken from 'Sicut Parvuli' - May 1977) 




